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Critical Pedagogy and Situated Practice 
An Ethnographic Approach to Preservice Teacher Education 
Dr Patricia G Smith, Dr Margaret Zeegers 
While there has been much discussion of a critical pedagogy, and especially 
critical literacy (Luke 2001; Lankshear 2002), in schools that would reinvent 
education in opposition to the traditional purpose of curriculum, which is the 
reproduction a subordinate consciousness (Giroux 1983), there seems to be an 
obvious need to include pre- teacher education into the equation. Freire (1978; 
1985) contends that we need to explore the non positivist nature of the knowledge 
we are teaching, and the ways in which producing such knowledge deepens 
commitment and involves action to transform the world—informing critical 
teaching. To believe that placing students in a learning milieu automatically creates 
a situation for critical knowing is a vain hope. An intellectual discipline should be 
taught through a practice of knowing that enables learners to become active and 
critical subjects who are constantly increasing their critical abilities. Pre-service 
teachers need to study the cultural influences surrounding an individual school, and 
what teachers and students actually learn in classrooms in order to think critically 
and engage in dialogue about this socialisation (Zeegers & Smith, 2003, in progress).  
In response to these beliefs, the University of Ballarat’ School of Education has 
adapted Shirley Brice-Heath’s (1983) model of ethnographic research for 
preservice teachers, who are trained to be local ethnographers, studying 
scientifically the language and habits of a school community. This ethnographic 
study is at the centre of a desocialising, or nontraditional, model for pre- teacher 
education that is built on Freirean themes for teacher education. The paper will 
explain, with examples from practice, how critical literacy is developed across the 
curriculum; how learning is situated in the preservice teachers’ cultures. The 
possibility of becoming change agents in a community is investigated; the realities 
and consequences of inequality in schools and society are examined; the arts as 
vehicles for transformation of meaning are explored. 
There were several pedagogical challenges. At the start, we were particularly 
interested in Heath’s demonstration of the power of student-centred teaching that 
broke the traditional separation of school and community. We had a strong feeling 
that our preservice teachers’ learning was hindered, rather than helped, by a 
university’s departmental sectarianism, preference for lecture methods and writing 
essays for assessment, practicum isolated from the curricula and by the “us and 
them” perceptions of university and community. Heath (1987) suggested reaching 
out into everyday life to build on the existing literacy of any school population. We 
supposed that reaching out into the community /schools to accept them as having a 
critical role in building preservice teachers would encourage new ways of 
knowing. 
And so we as teacher educators came to posing the question of critical pedagogy 
(desocialisation).  The strongest potential of education lies in studying the politics 
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and student cultures affecting the classroom. The teacher education program is 
another agency, just as school has been, that socialises students. This socialisation 
may be described as disabling. Shor (1987), following Freire, has argued that one 
way to touch the real potential of teaching is to see that education can either 
confirm or challenge socialisation into inequality. Acknowledging that failure to 
empower our preservice teachers to be change agents in society is a social 
consequence of inequality, we thought that a democratic experience would be a 
way to go; that teachers oriented to debate and critical study would be better able 
to act as citizens democratically transforming their world. Democratic participation 
in society should include taking action against an inequality of practice. For 
teachers it may be the improvement of the quality and appeal of intellectual life in 
a school. At the very least it may be the improvement of learning to be a teacher. 
Once we accepted that a teacher education program has a role in challenging 
inequality and uninvestigated beliefs about how to become a teacher and act as a 
teacher rather than socialising students into the status quo, we found we had a 
foundation that had been needed to invent practical methods of doing this. This 
desocialisation, of course, as a curricular goal, builds on ground already staked out 
by others. Heath (1983) suggested reaching out, as stated earlier, into everyday life 
to build on the existing literacy of any school population. Her work showed that 
routine assertions that students are illiterate were just plain wrong. Our students, 
we hypothesised, would also know something about teaching. They would already 
be socialized into a particular understanding of teaching. 
Our concern, then, was to set about developing a desocialising model for 
preservice teacher education that would be based on Freirean themes for education.  
We found ourselves going back to work done in the 1980s, such as Shor & Freire 
(1987) and Sizer (1984), and using it as a springboard for the 2003 changes. There 
was a very explicit Freirean agenda articulated. It included dialogic teaching, 
critical literacy, situated pedagogy, ethnography, cross-cultural communications 
and inequality. We had the grand idea that by doing ethnography we could 
encompass the other themes. Particularly, we were interested in integrating Field 
Experience into the Education unit, Communities of Learners, in Year1, 2nd 
Semester.  
We are always interested in dialogic inquiry rather than the Initiate, Respond, 
Expand description of classroom talk (Mehan 1979). The dialogue method 
described by Freire (1970; 1973; 1987) is one way to do away with teacher 
domination of talk in the classroom and reduce alienation of students.  A real 
inquiry should be set in process with a problem posing discussion.  Because the 
students are not asked to guess what is in the teacher’s head, critical discussion and 
constructive peer exchanges should occur. Practice in leading dialogic inquiries in 
class will require making the teacher education curriculum itself dialogic. It also 
suggests an ethnographic study of communities. Group dynamics, the social 
relations of discourse, and the linguistic habits of students in their communities, in 
relation to their gender, class, age and ethnic origin could all be investigated. 
Critical literacy invites teachers and students to problematise, that is, to 
understand existing knowledge as an historical product deeply invested with the 
values of those who developed such knowledge. A critical model of literacy 
establishes teaching and learning forms of research and experimentation, 
questioning what we know.  In addition, teaching/learning as research suggests that 
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teachers constantly observe students’ learning, to make pedagogical decisions, 
while students are also researching their language, their society and their learning. 
A teacher needs an academic program that has an ethnographic component. A 
teacher needs to be able to study the population she/he is teaching. This is 
especially necessary so that critical literacy and dialogue may be situated inside the 
language, themes and experience of the students.  The ethnographical methods 
described by Heath (1983) the sociolingistics demonstrated by Gee (1990; 1991; 
1997; 2001) and the grounded theory approach to research discussed by Glaser and 
Strauss (1997) would be useful. Inequalities would surely come to the students’ 
attention and they would be faced with questions about how these inequalities 
would influence school outcomes.  
Shor (1992) gives a useful Definition of Critical Literacy 
This is only a starting point, though, for critical literacy is neither straightforward 
nor uncomplicated. Lankshear (1994) draws attention to some of this when he 
refers to critical literacy as both a ‘magic bullet’ and ‘Everybody’s Baby’ (p. 5). 
Here he is raising issues as to what ‘critical’ itself means to those of us using the 
term, when we are not at all clear as to what it means or what it ought to be 
achieving. It is variously known throughout the world as critical language 
awareness, critical social literacy, critically-aware literacy, critical literacy 
awareness, and so on (Knobel & Healy, 1998, p. 2).  Luke and Freebody’s (1990) 
suggested four roles of the reader as not separate features but as jointly necessary 
conditions for successful reading is a powerful tool for making explicit the 
ideological workings of texts. It opens up notions of ideology as working to 
represent the world in certain ways that represent the interests of those who 
dominate social classes (Gee, 1990).  
A result of this is that critical engagement with school and classroom cultures 
problematises the relationship between meaning making through social institutions, 
such as schools and teacher education programs, and socializing processes. It takes 
students into areas where they can recognise and resist the positions constructed 
for them in such ways. Lankshear (1994) points out, ‘critical’ has related terms—
‘criticism’, ‘criticise’, ‘critique’—which suggest that something is to be subjected 
to evaluation of some kind (p. 9). This brings us back to Shor’s (1992) definition 
where the analysis is to ‘go beneath surface impressions…’ and ‘discover deep 
meaning…’. Working with discourses tells us that naming and positioning, and by 
whom this is done, tells a good deal about power and power relations. When we 
look to critical engagement with culture for analytical habits, we look to 
interrogation of discourses to see how language is working to establish 
subjectivities and subject positions that are then normalised to the extent that we do 
not question what we encounter in them. 
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We approached the ethnographic component of the program as being, literally, 
‘writing about people’ (Burns, 1990, p. 223). We introduced the concept to our 
students as, more broadly speaking, any study of a group of people for the purpose 
of describing their socio-cultural activities and patterns. We presented it to students 
as the work of describing a culture, with its central aim to understand another way 
of life from the point of view of the person experiencing that way of life (Berg, 
1995). We did not shy away from its potential for our students as a recognised 
research method employed in the social sciences field, for we emphasised the 
notion of their own generation of knowledge as part of highly personal, private and 
internalised transformations of information.  
We rejected notions of hypotheses to be proved or disproved, and we did not 
use pseudo-scientific forms of language associated with the laboratory 
experimenter. We emphasized the language of the schools and the classrooms as 
our students encountered them, and as our students wrote what they discovered. 
Ethnography and the procedures associated with it allow a grasp of subjective 
elements of school life, as distinct from those that neglect it. The essential core of 
ethnography is its concern with the meaning of actions and events to the people 
that we seek to understand. That meaning may be directly expressed in language as 
part of explicit culture. The bulk of meaning, however, is contained in tacit 
understandings that are communicated indirectly through words and actions. They 
are systems of meaning which are complex, used by people to organise their 
behaviour, understand themselves, and others, to make sense of the world they live 
in. From our perspective, ethnography always implies a theory of culture. 
Understanding a culture in ethnographic ways implies participation in that 
culture. In our students’ case, it implied participating in activities, asking 
questions, eating the food, learning the language, watching ceremonies, taking field 
notes, observing play, interviewing the people of that culture, and many other 
things that become apparent as they became participant-observers. The artefacts of 
culture, for example, may be easily seen, but they are surface features of what 
Spradley (1980) calls a ‘vast reservoir of cultural knowledge’ that lies beneath this 
surface (p. 6). Our students, armed with   considerations of culture as the ‘acquired 
knowledge that people use to interpret experience and generate behaviour 
(Spradley, 1980, p. 6), were then able to shift their emphases from behaviour and 
artefacts onto meaning. 
There is an important dimension to this. Ethnography does not refer to 
‘subjects’ and ‘behaviours'. Instead it refers to ‘actors’ and ‘actions’.  Rather than 
setting hypotheses to be proved, it works on the basis of question-discovery, with 
discoveries leading to more questions as knowledge increases through careful 
observations. Questions to answer arise constantly, such as: How is it done? What 
cultural resources, stocks of knowledge, routines, strategies, and so on, do actors 
bring to bear upon this? How do actors collectively negotiate and achieve social 
order, understandings, and working relationships? 
It works through a particular process as well, based on the understanding that 
meanings and interpretations are not fixed entities but generated through social 
interaction and that these may change; that actors’ identities are subjected to 
processes of ‘becoming’ that are always ongoing rather than fixed or static. It 
understands that identities are socially constructed and that there is no single 
meaning for any of them (eg wife/mother/sister/aunt; husband/ father/brother/uncle 
and so on), that there are multiple and competing definitions in every social order. 
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Having established such areas of concern for our program, we were able to move 
into areas of what it means to engage critical questioning, tied to our students’ 
studies in their language and literacies  units. 
Taken to its logical conclusion in promoting awareness on important political 
and social levels, such critical engagement may also imply some sort of political or 
social action. According to Bell (2003), ‘a common goal of many critical theorists 
is first to understand how unnecessary human suffering in the world has been 
socially constructed and second to act in ways that might begin to undo some of 
this unnecessary suffering’ (p. 229). This, then, is a transformative aspect of 
critical knowledge, reminiscent of the sort of ‘reading the word and reading the 
world’ perspective of Freire (Freire & Macedo, 1987) and Freire’s (1972) aims for 
his literacy program to serve as a vehicle for freedom from oppression. 
Ethnography has enabled our students to identify discourses normalising ideas, 
beliefs, actions, and cultural practices, questioning them as natural and 
reconsidering them as cultural. 
And what did we get out of all of this? We got detailed field notes made on the 
spot and subsequently amplified to get in the detail that it was not possible to get 
while being directly involved as well as those made after an event occurred, relying 
on field notes and recall to fill in details. With the help of guiding Report Sheets, 
they noted details of organising protocols as classroom management, control, 
organisation, or support, as well as implication of these for power relations, not 
only in the classroom or school, but also in the wider community. Each site day 
visit had a different focus. Site Visit 2, for example, provided its own focus:  
Fig 1 
Single Site day Visit 2 focus 
 
We were given supplementary documentary materials and interviews that 
focused on the activities of people, the physical characteristics of the social 
situation in which they occurred, and what the feel of the event was. We were 
given broad descriptive observations, as sort of an overview, from initial 
observations, and as more visits occurred, more focused ones as their 
understandings started to develop. We were given comments on a very basic level: 
‘I never thought much about the significance of raising a flag before I did this 
unit’, which nonetheless is an indication new possibilities opening up for this 
student.  We also received detailed support for observations such as: ‘[The casual 
relief teacher] values and style was different from the classroom teacher’s’, and 
follow-up interpretations of these features of difference as they pertained to the 
cultures of particular schools. As the project progressed, the students provided 
more selective observations, even getting to minute detail that was not possible 
before they came to know their people in such detail. Analyses were written that 
relied very heavily on such details.  
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Important as this was, however, we were given detailed analysis informed by 
critical engagement with the cultures concerned, that is,  new ways of knowing. 
Our students identified gaps between the rhetoric of school public statements and 
the reality of daily classroom and playground interactions; between educational 
leaders’ and staff perceptions of what the school was achieving, between teacher 
perceptions of children’s successes or otherwise and children’s perceptions. They 
identified culturally-constructed, valuable knowledge that had been foregrounded, 
and privileged to the extent of marginalising other kinds, such as the student who 
found school assemblies as based on what he saw as Traditionalist approaches to 
teaching, quite at odds with what he saw in the classroom as being more 
Progressive than dispositions displayed by the Principal as the assemblies 
conductor. 
They found that their interviews with children, parents, teachers and principals 
highlighted aspects of particular schools’ fields of operations which some of the 
major stakeholders had without question accepted as part of limited value or 
otherwise. They discovered genuine attempts to establish critical awareness in 
children as learners constructed as dynamic, problem-solving thinkers, and the 
opposite. The list goes on and on, but essentially they were able to engage 
dimensions of schools and schooling that their participant-observer status had 
enabled them to make visible, dimensions of which they had previously been 
unaware because of their taken-for-grantedness within schools’ cultures, such as 
the important distinction one student made of one being  
‘more of a team environment [than] a community where learning occurs’.  
 
It may have taken eight weeks, but another student found:  
‘cultures in learning environments affect learning outcomes. It is clear that teaching 
and learning doesn’t just happen in schools. Some cultures facilitate it; others work 
against it ever happening’. 
In the documented minutiae of their experience, critically analysed, they found 
meaning. 
Conclusion 
The preservice teacher experience should be more than job training and more than 
socialisation into an non-egalitarian way of being. Using critical approaches as 
informing principles for students’ effectiveness as ethnographers, our students 
went into schools with the explicit understandings that their roles were not to 
change, condemn, moralise, praise, or advise. Their role was to observe, record, 
and analyse; they did not enter schools with the idea that they knew more than the 
people they were working with. This was crucial to this program, a vital aspect of 
the role of the ethnographer. They were to discover systems of beliefs, values and 
ideas of the group; to infer them from what they saw manifested in rites and rituals, 
ways of communicating, policies, organisation, and so on. They were there to learn 
from the people, not to teach them; to make cultural inferences as to what the 
people think, believe and value—tacit cultural knowledge. One of students came to 
the following conclusion that what she called her ‘Study of the socio-cultural 
activities and patterns’ had ‘broadened her perspectives’. Unlike subjects in an 
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experiment, all had different roles: the people became the teachers; the students 
became the learners. 
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